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P R A I R I E  D O G  M A N A G E M E N T : EDUCATIONAL ASSISTANCE TO LOCAL GOVERNMENTAL UNITS
E d w a r d  K .  B o g g e s s
Extension Wildlife Damage Control Specialist
Kansas State University
History and Background
There is a long history of involvement between Kansas State University
(formerly Kansas State Agricultural College) and township governmental units
regarding control of prairie dogs. In 1901 and 1903, the Kansas legislature
passed laws authorizing townships to conduct prairie dog control programs and
providing funds for the College to conduct experiments on methods of control-
l i n g  p r a i r i e  d o g s  a n d  g o p h e r s . The acts also directed the College to procure
and furnish to the townships the proper prepared materials for prairie dog
c o n t r o l . The Experiment Station began supplying strychnine baits in January
of 1902 and continued this practice until 1970.
Extension personnel (county agricultural agents and, later, wildlife spec-
ialists) have been involved with rodent control , in an advisory capacity, since
the passage of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914. Current Kansas Statutes (K.S.A.
80-1201 through 80-1203) continue to authorize township boards "to purchase
material and to employ one or more suitable persons to destroy prairie dogs,
moles and gophers within the limits of such township.." Kansas State University
no longer provides baits for rodent control, but county agents and extension
wildlife damage control specialists are still called upon for advice or infor-
mation on prairie dog control. Although the law still speaks of "extermination"
a n d  " e r a d i c a t i o n " , these concepts are not a part of our current educational
philosophy on prairie dog control. Prairie dogs may, indeed, be eliminated
completely from individual farms and ranches,. but we do not advocate eradica-
t i o n  o v e r  w i d e  a r e a s . At the same time, we recognize that prairie dogs are a
problem to many people and that they can rapidy expand to unmanageable levels
u n d e r  f a v o r a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s . We provide information, on request, to individuals,
groups or governmental units on prairie dogs and their control.
Prairie dog populations in Kansas have increased in recent years (Soil
Conservation Service, Kansas Fish and Game Commission, Henderson and Boggess--
u n p u b l i s h e d  d a t a ) . Increased concern about actual, perceived, and potential
range damage has accompanied these rising populations. In the past two years,
several counties have invoked "Home Rule" resolutions, essentially giving them-
selves the same powers to conduct prairie dog control that state law currently
g r a n t s  t o  t h e  t o w n s h i p s .
Information Programs and Needs
We have met, individually and in groups, with county commissioners, town-
s h i p  t r u s t e e s , township board-members,- and.county "prairie dog committees" to
discuss problems with prairie dogs. Formal presentations to these groups in-
clude.information  on prairie dog biology and habits, relationships with other
wildlife, damage, population control recommendations, and a discussion on
' b l a c k - f o o t e d  f e r r e t s . In addition, we discuss available alternatives in prairie
dog management and attempt to answer questions about the possible effectiveness
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and suitability of proposed programs. We also provide training, on a regular
basis, to county extension agents who are the first-line contacts in providing
information to local governmental units. In cases where governmental employees
will actually be conducting control, we provide training which partially ful-
fills their commercial certification requirements.
Educational programs on prairie dog control or management must be based on
the best available information. Our current recommendations on prairie dog
control are based on information provided by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
Ideally, individuals or agencies contemplating control of prairie dogs should
also have a good estimate of the costs incurred by prairie dogs (damage caused
plus control costs) and benefits that can be expected from prairie dog removal
(increased grass production and/or utilization) prior to initiating control.
Unfortunately, good data is not presently available on economic losses caused
b y  p r a i r i e  d o g s . Damage estimates in the literature show sharp disagreement.
Early estimates of reduction in grazing value for cattle on rangelands covered
by prairie dog towns were in the range of 50 to 75 percent (Merriam 1902, Lantz
1903, Melton 1922, Stephl 1927, Halazon and Herrick  1956),  with some estimates
as high as 80 to 100 percent (Taylor and Loftfield 1924). More recently, Bon-
ham and Lerwick (1976) state ".... it cannot be said that prairie dogs are always
destructive to rangelands" and Klatt and Hein  (1978) concluded that "eradication
of prairie dogs would not significantly improve shortgrass prairie for cattle dur-
ing the first few years following abandonment of the towns."
Because of these inconsistencies and disagreements, a decision was made in
1978 to build a series of range exclosures  in an attempt to separate out the
effects of cattle and prairie dog grazing (Boggess, unpublished). P r e l i m i n a r y
results of that study, and results of similar work recently conducted in Okla-
homa (O'Meila,  this Proceedings), have shown a substantial reduction in avail-
able forage in areas populated by prairie dogs. However, O'Meila's  work showed
no significant differences in rates of gain of cattle on the various grazing
r e g i m e s .
Another area in which good information is lacking is in the distribution
and abundance of prairie dogs. The best available estimates have been compiled
by SCS and Kansas Fish and Game, but even those are often no better than "guessti-
m a t e s " . In at least some counties, local people place the acreages at several
t i m e s  t h e  S C S  f i g u r e s .
In an effort to help clear up some of this disagreement and to conduct a
pilot program on how to obtain good information of this type, we selected one
county (Wallace) which had initiated a county-wide control program and used two
methods for mapping prairie dog distributions and estimating abundance. W e  f i r s t
mapped prairie dog colonies and physically measured acreages from ASCS photos in
1 9 7 7  ( f i g .  1 ) . We then flew the entire county in a Piper Super Cub with tran-
sects one mile apart and visually estimated acreages of prairie dog towns (Fig. 2).
These maps provide baseline data from which future changes in population trends
and distributions can be evaluated and the impacts of control efforts measured.
As as adjunct to our educational activities, we have also conducted efficacy
tests of zinc phosphide baits and gas cartridges on demonstration sites and under
u s e  i n  a c t u a l  f i e l d  o p e r a t i o n s .
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Summary
Our emphasis in working with governmental units is to provide them with
the best information that is available on prairie dogs and on alternatives for
r e s o l v i n g  c o n f l i c t s . At present, all that we can do is report the facts to ??
i ndividuals or agencies contemplating prairie dog control. Additionally, we
respond to questions and help to evaluate proposed programs based on our know-
ledge and past experience. Ultimately, however, the final decision on what .
will be done about prairie dogs (if anything) in a particular county or township,
within legal means, lies with the local governmental unit and its constituents.
There are currently several critical information shortages which hamper this
d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  p r o c e s s .
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Figure 1
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Figure 2
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